
THE COLLECTION THE BLUE RIDER

The Lenbachhaus has the world’s largest collection of art of the Blue Rider, one of the most 

important groups of avant-garde artists in the early twentieth century. The core of this treasure 
consists of the generous endowment by the painter Gabriele Münter, who was Wassily 

Kandinsky’s companion until 1914. On occasion of her eightieth birthday in 1957, she bequeathed 
more than a thousand works of the Blue Rider to the Lenbachhaus, all from the period up until 

1914, during which the artists jointly achieved the breakthrough to a novel kind of expressive and
intensely colorful—and in Kandinsky’s case, ultimately abstract—painting. Among these works 

were ninety oil paintings by Kandinsky as well as around three hundred and thirty watercolors 
and drawings, his sketchbooks, reverse glass paintings, and his printed oeuvre. The bequest also 

included more than twenty-five paintings and ca. two hundred works on paper by Münter herself 

and her entire printed oeuvre, as well as works by artist friends such as Franz Marc, August 
Macke, Alexej Jawlensky, Marianne von Werefkin, and Paul Klee. Gabriele Münter’s 

extraordinarily generous gift made the Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus a world-class museum.

In 1965, the museum’s then director, Hans Konrad Roethel, was able to welcome another 
important estate to the Lenbachhaus: the heirs of Bernhard Koehler, a wealthy Berlin industrialist 

and collector who was Elisabeth Macke’s uncle and the patron of the Blue Rider, donated chief 
works by Franz Marc and August Macke as well as pictures by Alexej Jawlensky and Jean-Bloé 

Niestlé. In conjunction with the works given to the museum by Münter in 1957, Elly and Bernhard 
Koehler Jr.’s bequest opened up eminent national as well as international perspectives for the

museum. With its triple focus on the nineteenth century, the Blue Rider, and contemporary art, the
Lenbachhaus has remained committed to this core of its collections.

Between 1974 and 1990, Hans Konrad Roethel’s successor, Armin Zweite, successfully worked to 
enlarge the Blue Rider collection substantially, purchasing paintings in particular by Paul Klee. We

have continued Roethel’s and Zweite’s acquisitions program; between 1990 and 2013, the 
collections were enriched with the addition of works by artists such as Adolf Erbslöh, Alexander 

Kanoldt, Pierre Girieud, Albert Bloch, Erma Bossi, Georgia O'Keeffe, Adriaan Korteweg, and Otto 

Freundlich, as well as the acquisitions of Marc’s watercolor study Mandrill (1913), Kandinsky’s 

Zubovsky Square (1916), and, most recently, the major interior with figures In the Room (1913) by

Gabriele Münter. Many of these additions are now integral elements of the new presentation of the

collection.

The Blue Rider was a circle of artists that formed around Wassily Kandinsky, Gabriele Münter, 
and Franz Marc in Munich in 1911. Unlike, say, the Expressionist Brücke in Dresden and Berlin—

the second important movement of “classical modernism” in Germany—the Blue Rider was not a 

group whose members lived and worked together and hewed to a uniform style but a loose 
association of distinctive creative talents. The spectrum of their oeuvres ranges from Gabriele 

Münter’s and Alexej Jawlensky’s radiantly colorful and expressive landscapes and portraits to 
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Franz Marc’s large symbolic animal paintings and from Paul Klee’s sensitive and intellectual 
visual creations to Wassily Kandinsky’s abstract compositions. The artists were united by the 

shared belief in a ‘spiritual’ dimension of art, which accommodated diverse forms of expression.

Over the past five decades, the Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus has continually worked with its

Blue Rider collection, presenting the works in a major cycle of significant exhibitions and setting 
new standards with pioneering retrospective surveys of the oeuvres of individual artists and 

monographic catalogues about Franz Marc, Wassily Kandinsky, Gabriele Münter, Paul Klee, 
Alfred Kubin, and others. The Lenbachhaus has also always devoted particular energy to the 

presentation of its Blue Rider display collection. In 1992, we implemented an idea that was
revolutionary at the time: after Helmut Friedel took the helm as the museum’s director, the ‘White 

Cube’— the canonical format for museum presentations since the 1920s, with white walls 
predominating in exhibition and display rooms—was replaced by walls painted in colors 

including luminous reds, blues, and yellows. The colorful wall design at the Lenbachhaus was 

buttressed by extensive historical research documented in the publication Farbige Wände: Zur 

Gestaltung des Ausstellungsraums von 1880 bis 1930 (Colored Walls). The Lenbachhaus’s example has 

since caught on: rare is the exhibition today in which all walls are white. Another experiment was 

launched between 2006 and 2009, when four artists—Franz Ackermann, Thomas Demand, Olafur 

Eliasson, and Katharina Grosse—were invited to engage creatively with four rooms devoted to the 
art of Franz Marc, August Macke, Wassily Kandinsky, and Alexej Jawlensky. After the 

Lenbachhaus closed its doors in 2009, parts of the Blue Rider collection went on tour until 2012 to 
shows in Baden-Baden, Den Haag, four cities in Japan, and Moscow; works of graphic art were on 

display at the Albertina, Vienna.

The newly installed presentation of the collection, to be inaugurated when the Lenbachhaus 
reopens for the public in May 2013, features works by the Blue Rider artists in eleven rooms that 

take up the entire second floor. We decided once again to design the walls with carefully selected 
hues and materials. Beginning with the rooms in the original building, early works by Kandinsky 

and Münter as well as the art of the Munich art nouveau appear on lilac walls in the first gallery; 

the adjoining middle room contains well-known works by Gabriele Münter, including Still Life 

with Saint George (1911) and Kandinsky and Erma Bossi at the Table (1912), on walls painted in a 

yellow ochre that echoes the color in which the villa’s exterior is painted, in an indication that the 
room is a centerpiece of the villa. Münter’s art shares it with early paintings by August Macke; her 

work is also included in four additional Blue Rider rooms in the new building, where it makes 

striking “guest appearances” in new contexts: her large contemplative painting of the Pensive 

Woman (1917), for example, hangs side by side with Jawlensky’s late Meditations and paintings by 

Paul Klee. The suite of rooms in the original building concludes with the magnificent skylight hall; 

painted a light bluish gray, it presents famous works of Franz Marc and August Macke, including 

Marc’s Blue Horse I (1911) and Tiger (1912) as well as Macke’s Zoological Garden (1912) and 

Promenade (1913).

Between the Münter-and-Macke room and the large Marc-and-Macke gallery, the Blue Rider suite 
in the villa is broken up by a digression into the art of the ‘New Objectivity’ and 1920s and 1930s 

Magical Realism. This hanging aims to be a source of stimulating irritation while also suggesting 
strands of formal as well as historical development; the figure painting of Münter and Macke, in 

particular, invites the attentive visitor to trace such affiliations and reflect on their implications.

The Blue Rider suite in the new wing begins with the popular lavishly colorful Murnau landscapes

Kandinsky, Münter, and Jawlensky created around 1908–09 on blue walls, followed by a room in 
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which pictures of the ‘Neue Künstlervereinigung München’ the artists founded in 1909 appear on 

a dark yellow backdrop. At the far end of the suite’s visual axis, Jawlensky’s suggestive Portrait of 

the Dancer Alexander Sacharoff (1909), which shows the sitter in a blazing red dress, catches the eye 

from afar; the work is surrounded by famous paintings of Münter such as Portrait of Marianne von 

Werefkin (1909) and Listening (Portrait of Jawlensky) (1909), among other works. These pictures are 

mounted on walls treated with a special clay-and-mica plaster inspired by Japanese techniques. 

The next room presents an exquisite selection of larger paintings Kandinsky created between 1909 

and 1911, including Impression III (Concert) (1911) and Romantic Landscape (1911), as well as a 

formally related picture by Gabriele Münter; the wall treatment lends an extraordinary 
luminousness to the artists’ palettes. The adjacent corner room, which has a view of Königsplatz 

square and the Propylaea, is primarily dedicated to works by Kandinsky and Jawlensky, hung on 
bright yellow walls. Next is an elongated room, its walls lined in a silver-gray moiré fabric, that 

features Jawlensky’s late Heads and Meditations and Münter’s Pensive Woman as well as famous 

works by Paul Klee such as Rose Garden (1920), Botanical Theater (1924/34), and Cliffs by the Sea 

(1931). In the adjoining corner room, where the mysteriously animated sheen of clay-and-mica 

plaster returns, this time with a tinge of yellow, a cabinet has been set up for light-sensitive works 

by Klee such as Woodland Berry (1921) and Handkerchief of the Violinist (1930) as well well-known 

watercolors by Macke and Marc; the room also contains works by Robert Delaunay and 

Kandinsky. The conclusion and culmination of the Blue Rider suite in the new wing is the large 
Kandinsky gallery. On display on its walls lined with black silk moiré are world-famous works 

from the artist’s phase of expressive abstraction between 1911 and 1914, including Saint George III 

(1911), Improvisation 19 (1911), Improvisation 26 (Rowing) (1912), and the Studies for Composition VII 

(1913). This room also features the large painting Red Spot II (1921), one of the very few works 

Kandinsky created after 1914 in the Lenbachhaus’s collection; it is now ideally complemented by 

the painting In the Black Square (1924), which the Guggenheim Museum, New York, has generously

given to us on permanent loan, finally enabling us to illustrate the artist’s Bauhaus period as well. 

We believe that the decision to line two rooms devoted to the Blue Rider with silk moiré, a highly 
unconventional as well as expensive wall treatment, is impressively borne out by the result; it 

fuses impressions of the dark wall covering during the legendary inaugural exhibition of the Blue 

Rider held at Galerie Thannhauser, Munich, in 1911–12 with the Bauhaus aspect of the clear 
graphical design of black and white wall panels.

In conjunction with the new presentation of the display collection, we have thoroughly revised the 

catalogue of our Blue Rider holdings, The Blue Rider in the Lenbachhaus (ed. Helmut Friedel and 

Annegret Hoberg, Munich, London, and New York 2013). The revised edition now includes 
additional pictures by Robert Delaunay and Heinrich Campendonk from our collection, as well as 

works by the Russian Wladimir Burljuk, the German- American Albert Bloch, and the Dutchman 
Adriaan Korteweg, who were likewise associated with the ‘Blue Rider.’ Of the works featured in 

132 color plates accompanied by extensive notes on each picture, more than 20 are new 
acquisitions. A new introduction and an additional essay, “Wege des Blauen Reiter in das 

Lenbachhaus,” (How the Blue Rider came to the Lenbachhaus) which gives a detailed account of 

the collection’s history, round out the volume.
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